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Searching for Meaning

CHAPTER 1

Searching for Meaning
The search for God has permeated every society all over the globe since
the dawn of man. Humans, unlike animals, have the capability to ponder
and wonder about life, and with that ability they have created religions that
have sought answers to the recurring questions, “Why are we here?” “Who
gave us life?” and “Who ordered the universe?” Or, in other words, “What
or who is God?” In our technologically advanced age, some scientists and
philosophers have renounced the very idea of God, claiming that humans
invented God to quiet our own fears. It is true that the realities of life are
certainly scary. Natural disasters, change, sickness, and ultimately death
keep us constantly seeking a protector, a savior. We wonder if death is the
end of life, hoping for eternal salvation with God.
Studying the earliest religions seems to point to this very understanding of God as a human creation. These primitive religions used magic and
superstition to try to ease the fears of everyday life. Amulets and talismans
were used to heal or ward off sicknesses. Fears about the future were calmed
with the invention of astrology and divination. Some used sacrifice to appease angry gods or fix cosmic problems. Burial rituals were created to assure believers a good standing in the next life. Most ancient religions had
myths that described gods who were similar to humans; for example, they
had wives, children, territories, and responsibilities that looked much like
ours. Common amongst these religions was also the idea that the greatest
god was associated with the powerful king or emperor of the time. This
appears to be just an extension of our own human ways.
At times, like many I suppose, I have questioned my own faith, yet
something keeps tugging at my soul. What continues to give me confidence
in God is the realization that the gates between the divine and humanity
were blown open during the time period between 800-200 BC.1 It appears
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that God actually made contact with humans. We need only to listen to
the voices in all the sacred literature of that time to see that certain people
truly believed that they had connected with something beyond humanity.
It’s as if God had finally had enough of our childish ways and cried, “Look,
here I am, and I am greater than you ever imagined.” Worldwide new ideas
sprouted up enlarging our understanding of ourselves and God, and these
divinely inspired beliefs became the foundation of the major religions that
still thrive today.
In China, the writer of the Tao Te Ching was touched by something divine. This mystical encounter left him feeling disconnected from the ordinary hustle and bustle of the world. In the Tao Te Ching, he tried to explain
his experience. “The multitudes are busy and active, like partaking of the
sacrificial feast, like ascending the platform in spring; I alone am bland . . .
the multitudes all have too much, I alone am deficient. . . . The multitudes
all have their use; I alone am untamable like lowly material. I alone am different from others. For I treasure feeding on the mother.” (20.3-5) His new
awareness of life opened his eyes to the futility of most normal, everyday
activities as compared to the ultimate experience he found in the Mother.
India was home to Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, who had a mystical
experience which he termed “enlightenment.” It enabled him to understand
the reality of the universe. He explained it as such: “I attained the undefiled
supreme security from bondage, Nibbana. The knowledge and vision arose
in me: ‘My liberation is unshakable.’” (Mijjhima-Nikaya 26.18)2 Also, the
sages in India, who created the Upanishads, declared that their soul was
a direct link to God. One proclaimed, “The truth is that you are always
united with the Lord, but you must know this. Nothing further is there
to know.” (Svetasvatara 1.12) Another said, “Brahman is the soul in each;
he indeed is the self in all. He is all.” (Brihadaranyaka 5.1) The prophets
of Israel also had a profound experience with God. Jeremiah experienced a
feeling of being called by God from birth. “The Lord gave me this message:
I knew you before I formed you in your mother’s womb. Before you were
born I set you apart and appointed you as my prophet to the nations.” (Jer
1:4-5) The prophet Ezekiel claimed that “the heavens were opened and I
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saw visions of God.” (Ez 1:1) Religiously there was never such an explosive
time period as this one deemed the axial period.
Later, at the beginning of the Common Era, there was another major
religious breakthrough. A man named Jesus was given the title “Son of
God” by his followers. He received that title because that is how he perceived himself. “Don’t you believe that I am in the Father and Father is in
me? The words I speak are not my own, but my Father who lives in me does
his work through me. Just believe that I am in the Father and the Father
is in me.” (Jn 14:10-11) He saw a direct connection between himself and
his Father, which was none other than the one God in heaven. After his
crucifixion and resurrection, one of his faithful followers, Paul, made the
bold statement, “I received my message from no human source, and no
one taught me. Instead, I received it by direct revelation from Jesus Christ.”
(Gal 1:12)
About six hundred years later, another important prophet emerged.
Muhammad explained to the Arabs, “O mankind! Surely I am the messenger of Allah (God) to you all; Him to whom belongs the sovereignty
of the heavens and the earth.” (Q 7:158) He asserted that his teachings
came directly from the Angel Gabriel. These people who where founders
of a new religion were either all crazy, or they were touched by something
that we have given the name, “God.” Simply stated then, it was God who
instituted all the major religions that people still follow today.
The time has come for another spiritual growth spurt. The world is on
the brink of launching into a new era. This will not result in a new religion,
but a better understanding of the religions that we have today. Religious
people everywhere are beginning to realize that their faith may not be the
only path to God. The barriers between faiths are breaking apart, opening
the way for respect and tolerance to flow freely. New ideas, however, do
not effortlessly seep into society. With the creation of each of the major
religions, there was division and anger between the people who wanted to
cling to the old ways, and those who were willing to invest in the new. The
same growing pains can be seen today as the opposing group to religious
pluralism, the fundamentalists, are tightening the reins and trying to grasp
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on harder to a dying concept. That is the idea that only one religion is correct and holds all the absolute truths about God. This exclusivist argument
can be convincing since it is based on the inconsistencies between the religions. Because there are contradictions, they argue, only one faith can be
correct; therefore, it is imperative that you chose the right one, (their faith
of course) or suffer the consequences.
If it is true that all the major faiths really come from God, then why
would they have contradictions? One would expect differences, yes, but
ideologies that are incompatible with each other doesn’t make sense. There
are two different ways to reconcile this problem. The first is to accept that
God can still be found even among contradictions. This may seem like an
odd statement, but even within religious traditions themselves, there are
contradictions that are accepted as normal. For example, the very foundation of Christianity is built on the idea that God is three and also one.
Huh? How do Christians make sense of this? They don’t; they accept it as a
mystery of God. Christianity is not the only religion with a contradiction
in it. The Tao Te Ching explains to the Taoist, “Act by no-action. Then,
nothing is not in order.” (3.3) To those who are not Taoist, this statement
is probably meaningless. How would one go about acting, but not acting?
The Taoists, however, understand the deeper meaning denoted within this
paradox. In Hinduism, the Katha Upanishad tells them, “What is within
is also without. What is without is also within.” (2.1.10) In this quote, the
“within” is the individual’s soul and the “without” represents the rest of
the outside world. The Chandogya Upanishad clarifies this, “As large as the
universe outside, even so large is the universe within the lotus of the heart.
Within it are heaven and earth, the sun, the moon, the lightning, and all
the stars. What is in the macrocosm is in this microcosm.” (8.1.3) Here
again, an important spiritual concept is revealed through a contradiction.
Hindus realize that logically this is unreasonable, but spiritually it makes
perfect sense. It appears that even within individual religions God uses
contradictions to unveil parts of himself.
The second way of fixing this problem is probably viewed by some as
heretical. Yet, I pose that it is important to realize that over the years mis
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takes about God have crept into our religions. Therefore, correcting past
errors could have the capability of fixing some of the contradictions. These
mistakes have been handed down from one generation to the next through
the sacred scriptures. This is one area that needs to be reevaluated. The
scriptures have created a dam that blocks exclusivists from expanding their
limited view of life. The exclusivists cling to their own book and assess the
world through the eyes of its contents. This is, in my opinion, the main
cause of religious intolerance, religious wars, and all the terror that religion
has done to innocent people in the name of upholding the sacred word of
God. All the sacred works were written hundreds, if not thousands of years
ago when we were still spiritual infants. Does one look back at what they
wrote as a child and think that it is perfect, and everything that they have
learned since should be tossed out as meaningless and forgotten? In order
to progress toward becoming more spiritually mature, toward working for
a better community, a better world, it is imperative that we recognize that
our sacred books, all of them, are sacred because they were inspired by
God. This does not mean, however, that these books are free from errors.
God himself inspired the writers of all the sacred literature, but some of
the message got distorted between God and the writer’s pen. God had
only fallible humans to reveal his message to; they could not help but be
influenced by the culture of their time. So we read in these documents
that slavery is a natural part of life, that woman are secondary to men, and
that violence in the name of religion is deemed necessary by God. Not one
sacred scripture is free from the human perception of the world. Yet, even
within in the muddy contents of human error, God still shines through
these pages. The problem is sorting out the human ideas from God’s. This
is the challenge to our generation. This is a required necessity for pluralism
to thrive today. We as humans must have the humility to accept that we
have made errors in the past, and realize that we must fix those errors today.
Otherwise, religion will stagnate and pluralism will die.
Being open to the new age idea of pluralism is an important step in
answering the ultimate question, “Who is God?” The divine is such an
awesome concept that to try to fit all parts of it equally into one religion
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would clutter it and make it difficult for people to understand. Therefore,
it appears that each religion has chosen to focus in on only one important
aspect of God, with all the others still there, but overshadowed by the key
characteristic. The only way, then, to get a full picture of God, is to put all
the pieces together as if they are all part of one large puzzle. In this way,
we can realize that each of the major religions today including Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and Judaism are all necessary
parts of the whole picture. With the help of devoted followers, each faith
can take their understanding of God and nurture it into a beautiful flower,
and maybe, with some time and patience, the entire world will be one big
garden planted by God. It will be a garden where no one flower overtakes
another, but each living in harmony with the other and creating an overall
beautiful picture of who God is.
In the following chapters, I look to each of the major faiths individually to explore their personal definition of the divine. It must be mentioned
though, here at the outset, that I am not trying to explain all the wisdom
contained within a specific religion. There are many books already available
that do that. I am trying to illuminate the one characteristic about God
within each faith that seems to be the driving factor upon which most (but
probably not all) theology, rituals, and practices are based. In each chapter,
the process of how the religion evolved and based itself on that idea about
God is explored, and how it is continuously relevant to the religion.
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